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would think better of it and not put up a candidate. It took a
good deal of persuasion to bring the President to the point but
the inevitable sense of duty triumphed., and on February 15 the
nation was officially informed that the onus of a contest was
thrown on a challenger and that the old warrior was prepared
to defend his title against all comers. The manifesto was skilfully
worded:
In full consciousness of my great responsibility I have resolved to
offer myself for re-election. As the request that I should do so
does not come from any party but from broad masses of the
nation, I feel that it is my duty to do so. ... If I am defeated,
I shall at least not have incurred the reproach that of my own
accord I deserted my post in an hour of crisis.
To a confidant he is alleged to have said: "Better expose myself
to a contest than the nation to civil war"; if the anecdote is true
one wonders from whom of the privy council he was quoting.
The sense of duty was not so strongly developed in others
and it was soon evident that the bluff had failed and that there
was to be no demonstration of national unity. The Communists,
of course, at once announced that they would run their party
leader, Ernst Thaelmann, and it was that which made the National
Socialist decision inevitable. Hitler himself was too nervous to
be capable of deciding, but his lieutenants were now all in favour
of the Leader standing; even the cautious and the envious. Hitler
did not minimize the gravity of the decision. He was on the whole
inclined, not indeed to accept the offers made him, but to leave
the field clear to Hindenburg, It was one thing to sweep up votes
against the bourgeois parties, to indulge in vilification and per-
sonal violence against the Marxists; it was another thing to fight
Hindenburg the legend. Could he hope that the six million would
vote for him this time? And if they did not, would it not be a
mortal affront to the new party, a loss of prestige that might be
fatal. In his less exalted moments he remembered his own cynical
criticism of the gullibility of his countrymen but he knew that
gullibility has its limits. Would six million Germans, even young
Germans, be gulled into accepting him as greater than a legend.
Would he have accepted himself as greater? But while he doubted.

